ducat from the Corsair, he did so Vith such enthusiasm as to mafa
Dragut free not only of all the able-bodied men on the island, but of al
the women and all the children of an age to bear a share in the Igboui
that was planned. His messengers went forth, carrying ia his name the
summons from village to village, and with the messengers went Dragut's
Saracen soldiery, so that the natives should have a glimpse of what
might happen to those who were reluctant to obey.
A couple of thousand of these impresfed Berbers were conducted
that same afternoon to the spot where the operations were to begin,
and thither the slave-gangs, another couple of thousand, were ordered;
all were to encamp there in the open, so as to be ready to start work at
peep of day upon the morrow. -
Next a score of wardens, being appointed overseers, were taken to
the marshes, and received from Prospero very precise instructions as to
where and how to set about the cutting of the channel. Already before
this, Prospero, with Dragut and some of his officers, all of them now
in an enthusiastic fever that made them fawn upon the inventive
Genoese, had carefully surveyed the camel-road and determined the
point at which it should be cut.
Lastly there had been a hurried visit to the fort near Houmt-es-
Soum, and a shot fired at one of the galleys that was a little in advance
of the wide crescent which the Imperial fleet preserved. It did no
damage, but would serve to show the Lord Andrea that the keepers of
the fort were alert and vigilant.
By the time they came back to Houmt Ajim and the Corsair fleet,
whose earlier orders to cross the lagoon had been suspended, the
afternoon was well advanced. Among the troops remaining there the
excitement had been running high ever since the slave-gangs had been
landed and marched away south; for the rumour had spread that they
were being taken away to be employed upon works that would deliver
the fleet. Whilst it was an impenetrable mystery to the Corsairs, yet
they gave it faith and were lifted out of their gloom. Those ashore
surged about Dragut and his companions clamouring for confirmation
of the report.
"The praise to the One," Dragut had answered them, "it is even as
you have heard The Nasrani dog shall be cheated of his prey/*
He laughed as he made the announcement, for his mood was
exultant now. It was, Prospero judged, the moment in which to claim
fulfilment of Draguf s promise, and Dragut in his jubilation had
acquiesced without any manifest reluctance. It may have been not
only that he desired to practise that loyalty to his word that was his
pride, but also that he realized that whilst Prospero had now parted
with his secret, yet in the execution difficulties might arise, to resolve
which it would need the shrewd wit of the man who had invented that
colossal project. Like Henry IV^of France, consoling himself by the
reflection that Paris was well worth a Mass, so now Dragut must have
comfGfted his thwarted lust by the reflection that his fleet was well
worth a woman.
He ordered the Aswad to be made ready for Prospero, leaving
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